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A four-year dispute between the US and Mexico over cement trade which had received little
attention during negotiations on the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) gained
prominence again in late May after the US Commerce Department announced a decision to extend
countervailing duties on imports of Mexican cement and to raise the level of those duties.
The Commerce Department's preliminary ruling, issued on May 27, proposed to increase duties to
60.33% on imports of cement shipped to the US by Cementos Mexicanos (Cemex) and to 59.91% for
all other Mexican companies. Before the proposed increase, the duty was 44.74% for all imports of
Mexican cement.
The ruling to raise the duties must still be reviewed by the US International Trade Commission
(ITC), which is expected to announce a final decision in August after hearing testimony from US
and Mexican cement manufacturers. Mexican cement producers, led by Cemex, are attempting to
convince the US government to totally eliminate the duty, which they claim runs counter to the
principles of free trade established under the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and
NAFTA.
In fact, at the urging of the National Cement Industry Chamber (Camara Nacional del Cemento),
Mexican Trade Secretary Jaime Serra Puche filed a formal protest with the US government
regarding the latest decision by the Commerce Department. Serra Puche, who is also working
behind the scenes with President Bill Clinton's administration to resolve the issue, said that
unless the two sides are able to reach a compromise, the matter will be brought before the dispute
resolution panel of NAFTA and also followed up with GATT. In fact, Mexico already brought the
issue to GATT in October of 1990 (SourceMex, Nov. 7, 1990), and the country received a favorable
ruling from a GATT panel in 1992.
Following that ruling, the US announced its disagreement with the GATT panel's decision and has
since opted to retain the duties. The Finance Secretariat (Secretaria de Hacienda y Credito Publico,
SHCP) and the Trade Secretariat (Secretaria de Comercio y Fomento Industrial, SECOFI) have tried
without success to force the US to comply with the ruling issued by the GATT panel. When the ITC
formalized the cement duties in August of 1990, the Commission argued that the action was needed
to protect cement manufacturers in Florida, New Mexico, and Arizona from imports of Mexican
cement, which was being sold in the US at below-market prices .
According to Luis Martinez Arguello, president of the National Cement Industry Chamber (Camara
Nacional del Cemento), Mexican cement exports to the US have dropped from US$200 million in
1989 the year US imposed the countervailing duty to about US$50 million in 1993. He said Mexican
cement manufacturers are demanding that the US government reimburse the industry for the duties
"improperly charged" since 1989. On the other hand, Martinez said that if the US agrees to eliminate
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the countervailing duties, the Mexican cement industry would be willing to support a plan to speed
up elimination of Mexican tariffs on imports of US cement.
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